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Engaging middle years students: Literacy projects 
that matter 
 
Introduction 
Students often enter my undergraduate literacy curriculum and pedagogy classes with 
conflicting and certainly varied notions about which literacy practices ‘matter’ in 
middle years classrooms. Media debates in Australia and elsewhere promote different 
viewpoints about the importance of making learning interesting and relevant versus 
teaching students ‘the basics’ of spelling, grammar, sentence structure, 
comprehension and so on (see for example Donnelly, 2006). These pre-service 
teachers say that they can see why we need to engage middle years students in 
authentic learning activities. Yet, many of their experiences during the practicum 
Real Classroom Scenario: Vignette 
Amanda is in her second year of teaching at an urban middle school in 
Australia. This is her first teaching post from university. Student attendance is 
low, and they seem to be disengaged from the curriculum. She does a 
situational analysis of her class. 
• 27 students (ages 11-12yrs) 
• High diversity of 25 different cultures from 24 suburbs in the school 
• Six different cultures, including one ESL student in this class 
• Majority boys: 19 boys, 8 girls 
• Behavior management – 6 boys referred to and working with behavior 
management staff. One recently diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder. 
• This class held over half of the total citations in the whole school for 
unacceptable behavior. 16 students were repeat offenders. 
• 12 students identified through standardised tests as below satisfactory 
standard, 9 of these in every area 
•  6 students receiving funded literacy support 
 
Amanda knows that she needs to try something new, both for the students’ 
sake and her own! She asks herself…How do I engage these students and 
improve their literacy skills at the same time? 
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seem to suggest that basic skills are more important, particularly given the time 
constraints in an already crowded curriculum.  
 
I introduce students to an approach to planning that suggests that these debates about 
what matters in literacy are moot debates. We can successfully plan authentic literacy 
projects that have basic skills as integral to the practices required for the success of 
the authentic outcomes. The skills (which span a variety of modes) are explicitly 
unpacked to ensure that students have the resources they need to be successful in all 
literacy practices, and to address the skills scope and sequence charts of syllabus 
documents.  This approach to planning is based upon a multiliteracies pedagogic 
framework (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005; The New London Group, 2000) which favors 
authentic projects as vehicles for learning key skills and knowledge processes. These 
projects matter in all of the ways that are relevant for middle years students. They are 
community-based, cross-curricular and connected to students’ complex textual lives, 
which make them authentic. They cater for diverse needs and build upon diverse 
strengths so not all students need to achieve the outcomes in exactly the same way. 
They raise the intellectual bar as deep, substantive issues are introduced, analyzed and 
incorporated into the outcomes. They support students as learners by giving them real 
responsibility for their learning, and by explicitly teaching them key academic skills. 
All of these conditions matter if we are to engage students in the middle years as 
successful and motivated learners. 
 
This article begins by briefly defining the phenomenon of the ‘middle years’ in 
schools, followed by an explanation of the multiliteracies designs of meaning and 
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pedagogic framework. Finally, some practical planning snapshots are included to 
illustrate how these authentic projects can be designed for classrooms.  
Middle years students 
Education for early adolescents (typically ages 10-14) known as the ‘middle years’ 
have been a locus of reform for countries such as the United Kingdom, New Zealand, 
the United States, Australia and Singapore (Carrington, 2002).  These reforms have 
typically challenged the notion of adolescents as incapable of difficult and analytic 
thinking (for example Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989; Jackson 
& Davis, 2000). The middle years are seen as significant in terms of the changes that 
young people experience, their increasing awareness of the world around them, and 
their increased susceptibility to alienation.  Middle years policies often suggest that 
students in these years should be engaged through connectedness to the world, 
intellectual stimulation, and the recognition of difference and diversity (Carrington, 
2002; Education Queensland, 2003; Ministerial Advisory Committee for Educational 
Renewal, 2003). 
 
For youth in contemporary, globalised society, life is characterized by change. There 
is nothing startling about such a statement, indeed any generation of youth from the 
baby boomers to post 1970’s youth could be described in this way. What is of 
significant interest is the multitude of ways in which contemporary youth respond to 
and negotiate such change, growing up as they are in drastically different social 
conditions. In a society characterized by risk and individualism (Bauman, 2001; Beck 
& Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), with increasing levels of responsibility and choice 
(Furlong & Cartmel, 2007; Wyn & Woodman, 2007), young people face new 
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imperatives to perform identities and to generate new forms of expression and 
participation. 
 
Less predictable life pathways (Côté, 2002) mean that young people must continually 
make choices about what is salient for them at particular times (Wright, Macdonald, 
Wyn, & Kriflik, 2005).  Sometimes such choices may be at odds with the expected 
attributes or behaviours of the ‘phase of life’ that is applied to them by adults and 
society, and as such they are marginalized or tagged as ‘problem’ cases.  Social, 
cultural, economic and institutional factors can influence their performances at 
school; hence assuming that all young people want and need the same experiences at 
school needs to be re-thought. So how can we engage middle years students so that 
they feel involved, are stimulated intellectually, and are also supported academically 
to develop the skills and knowledges that they need? A multiliteracies pedagogic 
framework offers much potential for such goals.  
Multiliteracies designs and pedagogy 
In 1996 the New London Group met to discuss the emerging literacy needs for a new 
world which emphasizes the complex potential of language as a productive and 
innovative meaning-making system in culturally diverse ‘new times’ (Hall, 1992). 
They argued that the young people of today operate within what they came to call 
‘multiliteracies’, a complex set of communication media involving many different 
kinds of text, including video, CD, truncated language forms used in computer speak, 
SMS/MMS communication (short text or visual messaging on mobile phones or 
computers), alternative verbal communication with hybrid words and sentences (for 
example making new words/phrases by merging existing ones), gestural 
communication, audio literacies and more. Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) suggest 
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that forms of communication that are based solely on written language are untenable 
in this new knowledge society. Kist (2003) argues that literacy achievement in these 
new times includes fluency in multiple forms of representation; critical thinking and 
talking about the work; collaboration; and engagement. He argues that students must 
be active participants in authentic curricula, where student achievement equals student 
engagement.  
 
Cope and Kalantzis (2000b) capture the essence of multiliteracies when they describe 
it as creating a different way of learning or coming to know ‘in which language and 
other modes of meaning are dynamic representational resources, constantly being 
remade by their users as they work to achieve their various cultural purposes’ (p. 5).  
They indicate these various modes of representation that learners access to include 
linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, and spatial with combinations of these as 
multimodal design (see Figure 1). These design areas have been represented as 
overlapping, as there is not always a clear distinction between different designs. For 
example, perspective and layout on a page could be considered part of both visual and 
spatial design.  
 
Insert Figure 1 Multiliteracies designs of meaning (Adapted from Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2000a) 
 
Kalantzis and Cope (2005) have more recently developed the multiliteracies model as 
a pedagogic framework through their understanding of meaning-making as a 
combination of knowledge processes, that is, we learn by doing. They suggest that 
learners or novices (where the teacher or instructor is seen as a learner alongside their 
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students) need the opportunity to engage in four broad knowledge processes of 
experiencing the known and the new; conceptualizing by identifying and theorizing; 
analyzing functionally and critically; and applying appropriately and creatively. These 
knowledge processes constitute what they term a ‘transformative curriculum’, which 
differs from inquiry learning in that it emphasizes different sequences for different 
learners and areas of knowledge. Student diversity and multiple ways of thinking and 
learning are paramount in this approach.    
 
Working from a research question that is pertinent to student lives and which 
addresses issues and interests in society is central to new learning theory and the 
notion of longer-term curriculum projects. This approach has been used variously in 
classrooms across Australia (see for example Healy, 2004; Mills, 2006), Singapore 
(Tan, 2008), Canada and the US (Kist, 2003) and Malaysia (Pandian & Balraj, 2005). 
Mills’ (2006) findings suggest that the implementation of multiliteracies projects must 
include a focus on an inclusive classroom, where meaning-making and cultures are 
seen as dynamic and changing, rather than stable and regular. Pandian and Balraj 
(2005) argue that teacher professional preparation must include aspects of this type of 
planning and implementation if it is to be successful long-term.     
 
I turn now to some practical manifestations of a multiliteracies approach to learning in 
the middle years. I provide some snapshots of a three-step model of contextualized 
planning. See Table 1 for an outline of the model. 
 
Insert Table 1  A 3-Step Planning Model  
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This type of planning suggests that students are investigators who are putting their 
skills to work to solve a problem or address an issue that is relevant to them. Thus the 
projects should start with a question. Catering for diverse interests and needs is also a 
key element for engaging middle years students. Within the project it is desirable that 
groups of students work on different facets of the project to build on their strengths 
and to develop their skills and knowledges. In this sense, not all students need to 
produce exactly the same outcome, nor do they necessarily require explicit instruction 
in the same skills. Students can achieve literacy and subject content or disciplinary 
literacies (Moje, 2007; Stull, 2007) objectives by taking different pathways through 
transdisciplinary projects. Moje’s (2007) notion of socially just pedagogy for subject 
matter instruction fits nicely with a multiliteracies framework. She argues that 
students should not only learn about established knowledge, but they should also learn 
to question it, be given opportunities to relate it to their lives and to offer alternatives. 
She posits a view of subject matter instruction which focuses on ways of producing 
knowledge, using language, across multiple disciplines. This too, is a goal of a 
multiliteracies approach, albeit with greater focus on multiple design elements, rather 
than just on written language. Assessment of such projects can be conducted using the 
knowledge processes and design elements to create rubrics and to guide development 
of portfolios and group assessments (see Kalantzis and Cope, 2005 for examples).      
 
In the next section, I outline a project idea using the three steps outlined above. In the 
interests of space I do not include the full gamut of planning for the project, rather I 
provide illustrative snapshots for each step. I have used a project centered on socially 
just disciplinary literacies (Moje, 2007) of Health and Physical Education, which are 
grouped together in the Queensland curriculum. This project is timely and relevant in 
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the Australian context, with health issues dominating media debates in relation to 
Indigenous communities, along with the so called ‘obesity epidemic’ in Australian 
children which is used as opportunistic political capital (Gard, 2004; Gard & Wright, 
2001). It is important to plan projects that are contextually relevant to the community 
and to the young people in the class. See Ryan and Healy (2008) for projects related 
to the Arts curriculum.  
Project snapshot: Health and Physical Education Focus 
Step 1: Conceptualize 
Project Task:  How can we promote and develop independent and life-long physical 
activity for health in our community (adapted from Ryan & Rossi, 2008)? 
 
Key Knowledge Domains:   
 Health and Physical Education - health, healthy communities, development of 
physical skills 
 Subject English – reading, writing, viewing, shaping, speaking, and listening 
in operational, cultural and critical strands of learning  
 Studies of Society and the Environment (or similar) – diverse communities, 
cultural groups, influences on individuals, participation in decision-making, 
showing evidence over time, explaining causes and effects  
 Information and Communication Technology – manipulation of materials, 
design challenges, use of interactive systems, accessing different sources of 
material 
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Movement Focus Groups (integral in this project, however not relevant for all 
projects): 
Students work in focus groups within the project, where they undertake an ongoing 
program of physical activity across the school term. I suggest that the teacher may set 
parameters of realistic activities (subject to local community, for example a beach 
community could prompt quite different activities to an inner-city or a rural 
community) from which students could choose, with criteria developed by the class to 
guide selection. Such criteria may include: 
 
 Try an activity which includes at least one unfamiliar skill 
 Choose an activity that you believe you will continue to pursue after the 
project is completed 
 Consider any health issues which may affect your performance 
 Join a group with at least one person with whom you have rarely worked 
before 
 
Possible movement activities are outlined below. Note the breadth of activities which 
cater for diverse physical, financial and cultural situations.   
 
1. Team activities e.g. focus game 
2. Walking/hiking 
3. Spiritual/muscular activities e.g. Yoga or Pilates 
4. Dance 
5. Cycling – road or trail 
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Outcome Tasks: 
Each group has a major outcome task to produce, which contributes to the overall 
project task. Other tasks may also be assigned to the whole class, and during the 
course of the project many lead-up tasks and focused teaching episodes would be 
undertaken which contribute to the production of the final tasks. Table 2 below shows 
suggested outcome tasks for the focus movement groups listed above. The individual 
group tasks may be presented and/or displayed at a community event or in a 
community focal point on a designated day. The tasks may include research findings 
about the relevant movement activity; information about community facilities, 
associated costs, necessary and optional equipment, physical mobility requirements, 
significant cultural impacts pertaining to the suitability of the activity, possible risks 
or barriers, current participation rates in the local school or community; and survey 
results to suggest typical clientele and reasons for participation or non-participation.  
 
 
Insert Table 2 Outcome tasks for movement groups 
 
Mentors: 
 Each group would be assigned a mentor to guide the movement program. 
Mentors can be recruited from within the school, for example senior students, 
HPE teachers or other staff with experience in the activities; or from experts 
in the community, for example Yoga instructors who may be encouraged to 
donate their time for one or two hours per week during the project. Many 
sporting or other activity clubs have development officers who are willing to 
provide such services, and the students’ first activity may be to contact 
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relevant groups or individuals to invite them to participate. It makes sense to 
plan projects that are feasible in the local community. 
 Each group would be guided by an additional mentor for their outcome task, 
for example the group producing the film documentary could work with a 
local film-maker or media specialist either in person or via email. Media 
departments in secondary schools or universities may be useful contacts. 
Variety of outcome tasks can be reduced if school/community resources are 
limited. Some teachers plan one major outcome task for the whole class, with 
different groups taking responsibility for different sections (e.g. designing a 
product, marketing the idea, developing a website, financial planning etc).   
 
Flexible sequencing: 
I have seen a number of teachers harness the organizational skills of their students to 
plan timelines and keep everyone on track in their text outcomes. Pasting a large term 
calendar on the wall can keep everyone ‘in the loop’ in terms of targets and deadlines. 
Broad targets such as when the website will go live or when the documentary will 
actually be filmed can be put up, then lead-up activities can be planned back from 
that. Student groups can brainstorm their sequences of activities, with timeframes to 
achieve their outcome texts, and then add them to the calendar. Notes about booking 
times with media departments for editing film etc can also be added. 
 
It is useful for project groups to come together regularly for whole class meetings, 
where they can report progress, share what they’ve learnt and outline what their next 
target is. This level of responsibility can motivate students to achieve their goals.  
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Knowledge Objectives: 
It is essential that teachers provide opportunities throughout the project for students to 
learn by doing. Kalantzis and Cope’s (2004) four broad, overlapping knowledge 
processes will be used here as a guide in Table 3 for facilitating such opportunities. 
 
Insert Table 3 Concepts and knowledges within the project 
Step 2: Unpack literacy skills/knowledges using the design 
elements 
It is important to note here, that not all students necessarily need explicit instruction in 
all of the knowledges and skills that are needed for specific literacy practices. Small 
groups or individual students might be targeted for some focused episodes, while 
other episodes can be directed at the whole class. 
 
Linguistic design 
 Vocabulary: content glossaries, metalanguage of texts 
 Recognizing top level structure of texts to aid comprehension, for example 
comparison/contrast; cause/effect; time/order; problem/solution; argument 
 Research skills including locating, organizing and synthesizing information 
 Functional grammar as a critical tool of representation and analysis 
 Contextual and textual features of several text types to be read and/or written 
by some or all students, with varying levels of expertise, including: 
o Reflective log writing 
o Annotations 
o Captions 
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o Film/documentary scripts 
o News articles 
o Descriptions 
o Explanations 
o Analytical comment 
o Advertisement 
o Information report 
o Commentary 
Gestural design 
 Body positioning and size: meanings generated in different contexts 
 Linking bodily sequences 
 Elements of body control in different contexts for different purposes 
 Movement activities related to changes in body 
 Movement skill improvement related to physical activity performance 
 Bodily response to different stimuli, for example music, visual image and 
film, physical activity 
 Presentation skills of posture, voice, facial expression, eye contact, absence of 
eye contact, silences, use of hands 
 Effective listening techniques 
 
Spatial design 
 Placement of hyperlinks embedded in digital texts 
 Cohesive layout and connective techniques of website, booklet, log, montage 
and powerpoint 
 Develop organizational flowcharts of texts 
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 Placement of print text and images in texts 
 Use of space in texts and in physical contexts 
 Ratio  
 
Audio design 
 Voice-over and commentary: intonation, pitch, volume, pace, pausing   
 Inserting audio links in digital texts 
 Choice of music to denote attitudes and tastes or overall mood: tempo, beat, 
style 
 
Visual design 
 Develop graphic organizers for improved comprehension 
 Film editing and splicing 
 Use of color, line, shape, size, perspective, foreground, background, shot style 
in visual texts 
 Meanings portrayed by visual contours of the body for example muscle 
definition, body shape, facial features 
 Editing and loading digital photos and scanned images 
 Font colors and icons 
 
Step 3: Strategize the project 
Short-term planning of strategies and activities: 
In this section I will draw out one example (teaching a new text type) from the 
unpacking exercise above, to show how strategies and activities can be planned using 
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the four knowledge processes. An important shift from traditional pedagogic practices 
concerns the creation of opportunities for students to express their knowledge, trial 
different approaches to text construction, identify what they know and don’t know 
about Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and meaning repertoires 
well before teachers begin to teach from their own knowledge or exemplars. Teacher 
‘silence’ (that is, not putting teacher knowledge up front as a model/thinking to 
follow) can provide, in many cases, for students to take risks and to be more 
innovative. This does not mean that teacher demonstration or modeling is not 
pedagogically effective, but that in many instances, we should access student 
knowledge first. 
 
I provide examples below for explicit lesson or episode planning (Step 3) which also 
follow the contextualized three-step model as outlined above for project planning.  
 
Step 1: Conceptualize the topic, the context and the platform 
First, provide a context for the episode by re-focusing students on the topic at hand - 
the content knowledge. This can be a long or short step, depending upon the goals of 
the episode. Then, explore the design platform for the focus design element. 
 immerse students in sharing personal experiences and artefacts and making 
sense of them through discussion (experiencing and conceptualizing) 
 explore ways in which meaning is made accessible for others in the 
immediate or wider community, and why different people take different views 
from one another (analyzing critically) 
 connect personal knowledge (the known) to the knowledge of local others, 
and to the wider community (experiencing and conceptualizing) 
 16 
 use KWL (what I know, what I want to know and what I’ve learnt) charts, Y-
charts, SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analyses or 
other conceptual maps to chart knowledge (conceptualizing and analyzing) 
 conceptualize and see knowledge as problematic (conceptualize and theorize) 
 deepen student knowledge of the subject through research and/or exploring 
new resources (experiencing and analyzing) 
 ensure students work from a cluster of texts that centers on the topic/specific 
interest targets. The cluster should include texts from different modes, of 
different media, and which contain different view-points (conceptualizing 
and analyzing) 
 deepen knowledge through problem-solving and scenarios (conceptualizing, 
analyzing, applying) 
 
Sample focus design element: Linguistic (new text type) 
 rather than modeling a specific structure for text types (teacher-centered), 
provide a variety of real-life examplars of the text type so students can 
conceptualize and analyze their common or different features and decide on a 
structure that suits their purpose, audience and mode (experiencing, 
conceptualizing, analyzing) 
 students could experiment with ways that the text type could change 
according to audience or medium (e.g. newspaper, brochure, website) or 
mode (oral, written, visual) (experiencing, conceptualizing, analyzing, 
applying) 
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Step 2: Unpack the design skill 
This is where the explicit teaching/guiding can happen. Once students have 
established a workable text structure (above), explicit teaching of specific elements 
can occur using examplar texts. For example, textual features such as paragraphing, 
grammar, sentence structure, top-level structure etc can be taught in context. Students 
in the middle years need to be taught to notice relationships within and across texts, to 
check the purposes of textual features and to develop strategies for engaging with and 
producing texts. Some examples: 
 
 Discover cause and effect patterns in different reports (e.g. about nutrition and 
health) and represent visually. Then outline the three major implications from 
the text (e.g. weight gain/loss; heart disease; low/high energy levels) and note 
the consequences of each one (e.g. for low energy – inability to concentrate; 
less motivated to be active; headaches etc) 
 Compare/contrast structures of traditional texts and multi media texts. How 
do texts change for different subject matter, audiences, platforms or modes? 
 Explanations use action verbs to explain phenomena. Ask students to sketch 
the main objects from the text, name them (e.g. asthma attack), then list the 
associated action verbs (e.g. wheeze, cough, gasp). 
 Narratives that middle years students begin to access can be quite complex. 
Developing plot profiles, character profiles and socio-grams can aid 
comprehension 
 Paragraphing can be difficult to grasp. Cut up sentences from a paragraph and 
ask students to classify them as topic sentences, elaborating sentences or 
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synthesizing sentences. Students can also be encouraged to re-tell the 
paragraph orally in their own words using a similar structure. 
 Use popular song lyrics to see how language is used to position people and 
groups. Students identify the participants (nouns) and the attributes 
(adjectives) and processes (verbs) that are associated with the participants to 
develop a comparison chart of how the characters are positioned in the text 
according to gender, race, sexuality, group identity etc. 
 Teach students to use coding strategies to annotate their work e.g. when 
writing a new text type, they can label the sections and the key textual 
features down the side. This can also work when reading – students can use 
sticky notes to code sections of the text that relate to other sections or that 
they don’t understand or that they want to ask a question about. 
 Link written and visual text e.g. if a cause/effect or comparison/contrast 
cohesive relationship is found in a text, how could we represent that 
graphically e.g. in a diagram or graph? If a time/order cohesive structure is 
present, could we create a timeline or story map?  
 
Step 3: Strategize how these new skills and knowledges can be applied in 
authentic ways 
 
Students are given opportunities to apply new skills and knowledges in an achievable 
lead-up task to the overall project outcome. For example in one teaching episode they 
might produce the introductory paragraph of their information report or the first two 
slides of their powerpoint presentation or take notes from several sources using key 
words. 
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Back to the vignette: What did Amanda do? 
 
She thought back to the multiliteracies unit she did at uni…could she try this with 
such a challenging class? Nothing else seemed to be working, so she decided it 
was worth a try – even if students started coming to school again, it would be 
worth it. She planned a multiliteracies problem-based project to engage and 
intellectually stimulate her students. The project involved the planning and 
development of a local skate park. She figured that this would go a long way to 
improving engagement and therefore behavior.  An unexpected outcome was that 
the standardized test scores for the class improved dramatically because students 
were engaged more often, for longer periods of time, in sustained literacy tasks. 
Tips 
Some further tips for implementing multiliteracies projects: 
 Diverse cultural and social backgrounds are implicit in these projects. Token 
‘multicultural days’ are not seen as authentic, rather the students continually 
engage with texts and experiences that reflect the diversity of our 
communities and viewpoints. Some communities may have different 
emphases in some modes, for example the absence of eye contact and the use 
of silence in Indigenous Australian communities (Martin, 2008). 
 Students for whom English is a second or additional language benefit from 
both the authentic tasks (to which they can bring their own backgrounds and 
knowledges) and the explicit teaching of skills (Dooley, 2008). Vocabulary 
and texts can include English as well as other languages represented in the 
classroom. 
 The teacher doesn’t need to be an ‘expert’ in every facet of the project. I have 
worked with teachers who learnt alongside their students how to create film 
documentaries or claymation effects. Access information from the internet 
and from rich school and community human and other resources. 
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Conclusion 
Multiliteracies projects such as the ones I have described here have much to offer 
teachers of middle years students. The standardized, print-centric assessment required 
by government policy seems to be unavoidable, at least for now. However, as 
teachers, we must not be held ransom to such traditional views of learning and 
knowledge which promote ‘sameness’, ‘correct’ answer (singular) and print-based 
skills (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005). Teachers can still include the old ‘basics’ in their 
programs, but they must be part of the new ‘basics’ of multimodal texts, 
multiliteracies, technologies, collaboration, new ways of knowing, innovation, 
problem-solving and creativity. As Kist (2003, p.10) suggests, ‘(u)ltimately, a print-
centric focus for student achievement in our schools may be holding some of our 
adolescent readers and writers back from achieving to their utmost capabilities and 
developing meaningful literacy lives that will last them well into this century’. 
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